
LTBB ADULT DRUG COURT PROGRAM: HELPING OTHERS WALK DOWN THE
RED ROAD OF RECOVERY

By Joe Lucier, Adult Probation Offi-
cer/Odawa Adult Healing to Wellness
Coordinator

Hello LTBB Community. As we
enter the first year of implementation in
our LTBB Adult Drug Court Program, we
want to inform you of our progress and
success. This month’s article marks the be-
ginning of a series of articles we will write
titled,  “Odawa Wellbriety,” which will
focus on aspects of living life on the Red
Road (in recovery). 

In this first article, we would like to
begin by sharing the story of the origins of
our new court program and then, we will
describe the program components in order
to give the reader an understanding of
what we do. 

Our goal in this initial article will be
to provide a foundation for the content in

future articles. In future articles of “Odawa
Wellbriety,” we will update you on pro-
gram progress in a section called “Mile-
stones” as well as showcase stories of
recovery submitted by local community
members in a section titled, “On the Red
Road.” 

This first article of “On the Red
Road” features the story in which our pro-
gram is based, a story from the late Rita
Gasco-Shepard about the importance of
helping our fellow man. 

Next month, we will be highlighting
a story of recovery written by Yvonne
Walker-Keshick.  

Please take the time to read both “On
the Red Road” and “Milestones” on pages
12, 13 and 18. 

Chii Miigwetch!
The photo appears courtesy of Joe

Lucier. 

ON THE RED ROAD
By Joe Lucier, Adult Probation

Officer/Odawa Adult Healing to
Wellness Coordinator 

The new LTBB Adult Drug
Court Program is dedicated to my
grandmother, the late Honorable
Rita Gasco-Shepard, who served as
an LTBB Appellate Justice. Grandma
was a beautiful Odawa woman
whom I have always cherished. She
taught me many lessons in life about
love, faith and most importantly for
me, respect. I learned by her example
I was capable of being all that I
dreamed. She taught me how to re-
spect myself and to live in truth. She
helped me to find the purpose God
has created me for, which has led to
blessings far beyond what I could
have imagined for myself. I will al-
ways be grateful for her love.

She was born Rita Marie Ann
Gasco in 1939, the oldest of five chil-
dren born to Stella Gasco of Harbor
Springs, MI. She lived with her
mother and grandparents in Indian
Town until the age of nine when she
was placed in foster care. Grandma
grew up in Harbor Springs and

Petoskey, MI, and lived and worked
her entire life in the area. Being part
of the boarding school era, Grandma
attended Holy Childhood day
school. During this time, she was sep-
arated from her two sisters. She re-
connected with one sister shortly af-
ter high school, and all three sisters
were briefly reunited during the last
years of my grandmother’s life.
Grandma married my Grandpa, Har-
vey Brubacker, during her senior year
of high school and started a family.
She had four children with my
mother, Vicki, being her eldest.
Grandma received her GED in the
early 1970s and encouraged all of her
children to finish school and to pur-
sue higher education. Grandma and
Grandpa would later divorce, and
both would remarry. My mother,
aunts and uncle were raised by
Grandma here in Northern Michi-
gan.

It seemed Grandma excelled in
everything she did. When I was a
young child, I remember seeing all of
her trophies she had been awarded
for her numerous talents. Grandma
played sports, she was a singer and



musician, a wonderful artist, and like I said, just
plain good at everything she did. She was a master
in needlecraft, and she is well-known for her in-
tricate beadwork.  She enjoyed watching birds and
walking Duke, her miniature Doberman. She went
to all of her grandchildren’s sporting events and
kept very accurate stats in the meanwhile. 

Her lifestyle was rich with joy in so many ar-
eas, especially in her hobbies; my grandma loved
playing golf most. She began playing in the late
70’s and quickly became a local legend as she
would outplay most men. She was a tiny woman
at 130 pounds, but what she lacked in strength,
she made up for on the greens. Her last year of
league play was the summer before she got sick.
In that year, Grandma and her partner played in
the championship of the local men’s tribal golf
league. The opposing team was comprised of her
husband, Flash, and his partner, the late Harvey
Gibson. At the conclusion of the match, Grandma
lost by a few strokes. Flash told me she didn’t talk
to him for three days after the match. I guess she
was just a little upset he had beaten her. It’s been
almost three years since she walked on, and every-
one still raves about how she would
beat the pants off most of the men
she played against. She had a truly
competitive nature, and I think she
strived for excellence in all areas of
her life. 

In the 80’s, Grandma started a
new chapter of her story. It was a path
that would lead to her fulfilling her
purpose, one in which she would
touch countless lives, and leave a last-
ing legacy for her family and com-
munity. In 1983, Grandma took a
job at a local law firm. Later, when
one of the attorneys left the firm to
become an Emmett County Judge,
he offered her the position of Probate
Court Registrar. Grandma accepted
the position and served the court un-
til her retirement at the age of 62. During her ca-
reer, she learned many things about the workings
of the legal system and also began to develop an
interest in doing what she could to give back to
the Native American community. Then, in 1998,
the Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians
posted the position of Appellate Justice for which
my grandmother applied. She was chosen for the
position and was sworn in on May 17, 1998 to
serve several terms as judge before retiring again
in               2008.   

During her judgeship, Grandma became in-
creasingly interested in promoting the health and
well-being of the tribal youth and participated in
the tribe’s Healing to Wellness Court. One com-
ponent of the court was to build a Peacemaking
process to solve disputes among community mem-
bers. While on the team, my grandmother had
the opportunity to attend training in Kake, a small

village on an Alaskan island in the Pacific where
the local tribe would be presenting its experience
in developing a Peacekeeping program.  In Kake,
my grandmother learned about Peacekeeping, but
more importantly, learned a lesson that would
change her perspective on healing and alter the
way she would live out the rest of her days here
with us.  Not many years after her visit to Alaska,
Grandma walked on with grace after a brief but
intense battle with cancer.

Before Grandma walked on, she asked me to
pass on the story about her experience in Kake.
She made me promise to memorize and tell the
story when opportunities would come about. Be-
fore Grandma found out she had cancer, and dur-
ing a time of her life when she was the happiest,
she wrote this story:

“I was on my way to Alaska, excited to be on
a journey to a land I had never seen. As a member
of a tribal Peacekeeping team, I was one of several
who were being given the wonderful opportunity
to visit Kake, a little village on a small Alaskan is-
land in the Pacific. The purpose of our journey
was to get a firsthand experience at how this com-

munity developed its peacekeeping program,
which was based on traditional Native values. This
experience would then aid us in our own efforts
to establish a tribal peacekeeping system back
home in Michigan.

We were told that our visit was occurring
during a time of the year when the landscape
would be exposed, and the wildlife would be very
active. We would be visiting the island of Kake in
the spring. The salmon would be running, making
their own journey up into the mouth of the river
to spawn. The bear and eagle would be moving
about, hoping to feast on the spawning fish at
river’s edge. I, too, had hopes about this journey
… hopes that I would fulfill my lifelong quest of
finding my first eagle feather.

Our small plane landed on the airstrip in the
village of Kake, which was tucked away on this
Alaskan island. I observed my surroundings and

concluded that Kake was in a very natural, de-
pressed and untouched state. It was shortly after
arrival, that I shared my dream of finding an eagle
feather with our facilitator and island guide, Mike.
He reassured me that my search would end here
in Kake because the possibilities for where a
feather might be discovered were endless. Eagle
feathers could be found below trees that held the
favorite roosting spots, out on the ocean flats dur-
ing ebb tide, and along the river where the mighty
bird comes to feed.

The first day on the island was spent getting
acclimated, settling in and taking in some of the
local sites. With determination, I started out early
the next morning enjoying a walk through the
rustic village of Kake. The weather was typical for
a day on an island south of Juneau. I could feel
the mist on my face while my body was chilled by
the dampness that hung in the air. As promised,
the island’s activity was occupied by the wildlife
moving about. Mother bear would snag a fish and
carry it off to the woods where the noisy cubs
were climbing in the trees and letting her know
they were hungry. Eagles could be seen flying over-

head or perched in any of the tall
pine trees along the river.

I walked along the river in vari-
ous paths, not venturing too far in
any particular direction for fear that
I might meet a bear. As I looked up
to the treetops, I could spot two and
three eagles at a time. I walked up
into the brush, which was so thick
that I felt as if I was walking through
a rainforest. I reached the mouth of
the river. The tide was out, and my
walk ended on the misty ocean flats.
It is where my walked stopped for
that moment that my search began.
I could see eagles fishing in the little
pools of water that had been left on
the ocean floor after the tide had re-
ceded. If I got too close, the feeding

birds would fly off. Timidly, I kept walking. I was
a bit uneasy about going further out onto the flats,
nervous that the tide could return at any moment,
but I continued walking and looking, looking and
walking. There wasn’t an eagle feather to be found.     

I decided to go back to the hotel, ending my
day’s quest. Upon my return, others sensed my
disappointment. A traveling companion named
Jeff presented me with a beautiful immature eagle
feather that he had found. I would treasure this
feather, but I would not give up on my quest.

After a couple of days of long walks and fruit-
less searches, Mike offered some encouragement.
He had planned a tour for us later that evening
that would take us around the island. He also said
that we could make a stop at the village dump.
While this sounded somewhat unattractive, this
little rendezvous was planned because eagles often
visited the village dump to scavenge through the



garbage, which often left a trail of feathers. This
could be just the place I had been waiting for.

Our group of six to seven people had a very
pleasant road trip around the island although the
drive couldn’t really be described as having gone
“around.” You see, when traveling on this remote
island, you would follow the roads until they sim-
ply didn’t go any further. The roads we took on
our tour would go just so far and then, they would
stop, causing us to turn around and take another
route. We enjoyed the scenery and occasional spot-
ting of wildlife. We also stopped to pick medicinal
plants to accompany us on our journey home. Our
tour did end at the village dump where we all got
out and started rummaging through the debris
left by the villagers in hopes of finding an elusive
eagle feather. A couple of pretty raven feathers
were spotted and kept, which were considered a
treasure as well. In Alaska, the raven and the eagle
are referred to as the “lovebirds” and are often pic-
tured together in Alaskan Native art.

While everyone was preparing to depart, I
was preparing myself for bringing closure to an-
other day without having fulfilled my lifelong
quest of finding an eagle feather. But just as I was
walking away, I looked down at my feet and saw a
quill sticking out of the muck. I reached down
and pulled at the quill. Out from the rubbish came
the sorriest and dirtiest feather I had ever seen.
Mike, our guide, coaxed me to throw it back on
the ground. He promised that he would get me
another feather, explaining again how plentiful
they were on the island. He even offered to share
one of his feathers. I ignored his urges. As soon as
I saw the feather, I knew it was from an eagle. I
also knew at that moment that I was keeping it.

Later that evening, I returned to my hotel
room with the dirty and mangled feather. With
soap and water, I began to gently wash the feather,
fanning it to dry. What appeared was the most
beautiful eagle’s white tail feather. It was my treas-
ured gift from the Creator.

The next day, I was given the opportunity to
share the story of my feather with a group of young
people from San Diego, CA, who were also visit-
ing Kake. Their journey to the Alaskan village
had been a reward for their sobriety. The story I
shared with them was not just about the search
for the feather, but about the transformation of
the feather, which is symbolic of our own lives.
When something that is so dirty and mangled can
become beautiful, clean and white, then, there is
hope. Each one of us gets dirty, whether we get
the dirt on ourselves or other people throw it on
us. But with some gentle care, and with the help
of the Creator, we can make ourselves clean and
pure again.   

It is my own personal story that allows me to
share the white feather story. I am a simple person
who has lived a long life. Much of my childhood
was spent in foster homes, which is a rough life
for any child. I have done things I am not proud

of. Over the years, bad things have happened to
me, some of which have been my own doing, some
of which have not. I have also had many wonderful
experiences, and I am proud of the wonderful ac-
complishments in my life. I believe that the Cre-
ator has always walked next to me. It is with the
Creator’s help that I have been able to walk my
path and make my own transformation. Through
my life experiences, I have learned that the greatest
lesson is forgiveness. The ability to forgive both
oneself and others is truly an opportunity for heal-
ing.

EPILOGUE
Our own Tribal Court has a “sobriety” court,

which is called the Healing to Wellness Court,
which offers support and resources to young sub-
stance abusers. As a tribal elder, I am one of the
program’s team members, and I participate in re-
viewing the progress of our participants and in
making recommendations for their healing path.

One of our participants was having a difficult
time maintaining his sobriety. He showed so much
promise; he was someone who could conceivably
one day lead our tribe. I could see that he was
fighting his demons, and they had a strong hold.
My heart was heavy with worry for him. I put
down tobacco and prayed to the Creator, asking
for guidance. The Creator answered me a few days
later as I lay awake in bed, asking again for insight
on how to help this young man.

The kind and loving Creator brings people
and events into our lives for a reason, which we
will recognize if we pray and listen for his answer.
He revealed to me that night why He gave me the
white feather.

I said goodbye to the feather a few days later
after telling our young man this story and pre-
sented him with the feather. I told him that I
would pray for him. I also expressed my hopes
that the Creator would use the feather to bring
strength and encouragement as he walked his path.
I also told him that I hoped one day the Creator
would make it known to him that it would be
time to pass the feather on to another who needs
it more than he does.

Just as I had pulled the dirty and mangled
feather from the muck and then transformed it
into a beautiful clean feather, it is with much
prayer that I hope each of our young people who
are struggling can also be pulled from their trou-
bled paths to find strength in the Creator to make
their own transformation.” 

On May 21, 2008, Grandma walked on. A
fire was lit in the pouring rain and continued to
burn until the end of the fourth day. The thunders
came rolling through as the sun went down.

It was Grandma’s wish the feather be passed
on when the moment was right, but even more, it
was Grandma’s dream that, with the help of the
Creator, we would pass on a hope of healing and
redemption to other Natives. She could see the
potential in our community members who strug-

gle with addiction, and she could see the potential
in that “dirty mangled feather” she picked out of
the muck that day. This wasn’t because she had
some great gift. It was simply because she could
relate to the person who struggled, and she could
relate to that feather. When she was coaxed to
throw the feather back, I believe, even at that mo-
ment, she saw herself in that feather, and she saw
her community in that feather. Because of her
healing, she knew there was hope for that feather,
as she knew that everyone in our community was
worth saving.

As we learn to walk on the red road, we will
find brothers or sisters who are stuck in the rub-
bish of life, dirty and mangled from the tribula-
tions of addiction and abuse. Let us not walk any
further without extending a helping hand. Many
may have already passed by, and, for selfish reasons,
we have left them behind thinking someone else
would eventually stop to help. It is time for those
of us who have been blessed to experience hope
again to fulfill Grandma’s last wish. You see,
Grandma hoped that when faced with the decision
of keeping a feather or throwing it back, her people
would rise to the responsibility of providing the
gentle care needed for a transformation to take
place in their fellow Odawa. We should all re-
member that in some way, we have all had dirt
heaped on us, and without the help of the Creator
and our fellow man, we would all still be buried
in rubbish.

In the months leading up to her death, my
grandmother and I talked many hours about how
we could help make positive changes in our com-
munity. Since then, I have followed in the foot-
steps of my grandmother and joined the Tribal
Court Team. I was hired to develop the Adult
Drug Court Program which we have since named
Waabshki-Miigwan (White Feather). During this
experience, the Tribal Court Team and I have kept
Grandmother’s story close to our hearts, and in
honor of her, we have incorporated her story into
our curriculum.  

We hope our program will help people find
the healing I, my grandmother and many others
have found on our journey to wellness. This pro-
gram was developed for our brothers and sisters
who struggle to find hope. Please understand we
are only passing on what was freely given to us by
those who took the time to pick us out of the
muck on the road to healing and wellness. We be-
lieve in our elders’ experiences and teachings be-
cause they have worked for us in extraordinary
ways. Our prayer is that the Waabshki-Miigwan
Program will help others find peace. We wish you
the best and hope to see you helping on the red
road. Please see page to learn about the program
and to see how you can help.

The photos of the white feather and Rita
Gasco-Shepard appear courtesy of Joe Lucier.



    By Joe Lucier, Adult Probation
Officer/Odawa Adult Healing to Wellness Co-
ordinator 

The Waabshki-Miigwan Drug Court Pro-
gram (WMDCP) was developed by the LTBB
Tribal Court Staff in 2010.

The mission of the Waabshki-Miigwan
Drug Court Program is to implement a collab-
orative partnership among the community, serv-
ice providers, court and adults who face sub-
stance abuse challenges in order to restore holistic
balance using Odawa values and teachings as
envisioned by our ancestors in order to ignite
the healing and rehabilitation of non-violent
addicted offenders.

While developing the WMDCP, we used
many already established and proven recovery
principles. The LTBB Culture served as our
main guide. The Seven Grandfather Teachings,
Medicine Wheel Teachings and the White
Feather Story are the foundation of WMDCP.  

We used the Ten Key Components of Well-
ness Courts as a guide when organizing the
overall structure of our court program. We ex-
amined many examples of how other tribal
drug courts utilized these guidelines, and in
many cases, were able to adopt their ideas into
our program.

WMDCP has utilized the 12 Steps as a
guide in developing the treatment portion of
the program. These programs are established
and successful in treating drug and alcohol ad-
diction. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and The
Red Road to Wellbriety make up the core of
our treatment curriculum. Many Natives have
used these principles to get clean and sober.
See  Quote 1-A

Quote 1-A “Time and again,
our Elders have said that the 12
Steps of AA are just the same as the
principles that our ancestors lived
by, with only one change. When we
place the 12 Steps in a circle, then
they come into alignment with the
circle teachings that we know from
many of our tribal ways. When we
think of them in a circle and use
them a little differently, then the
words will be more familiar to us.”

- The Red Road to Wellbriety

The WMDCP, obviously, would not exist
without the help of all of these components
and many others. We hope to honor the Cre-
ator and all the people who developed the ideas
incorporated into our Drug Court Program
by using them in a good way. Furthermore, we
invite any other court entities to use the
WMDCP or any of its components that might
be helpful for their people.

The Waabshki-Miigwan Drug Court Pro-
gram Curriculum is a 44-week program which
utilizes Odawa values and teachings to encour-
age the adoption of a healthy, balanced lifestyle
as envisioned by our ancestors, and to elimi-
nate harmful behaviors that have caused nega-
tive consequences for our clients. WMDCP
has four phases, the learning level (eight
weeks), the accepting level (10 weeks), the will-
ing level (12 weeks) and the succeeding level
(14 weeks). WMDCP Clients work closely
with the WMDCP Team to ensure maximum
potential is achieved.

This 10-month, four phase program, is a
compilation of 44 weekly responsibilities. We
encourage our clients to focus on one week
and even one day at a time. Each week’s as-
signments must be completed successfully be-
fore moving on to the following week.  See
Figure 1-B

WMDCP assignments and tasks are bal-
anced between spiritual, emotional, physical
and mental wellness activities.  Spiritual health
activities include self-help meetings, daily
prayer and meditation and Twelve Step Work

Figure 1-B Week-to-Week Diagram
(Poster)

The WMDCP Week-to-Week Diagram is
a tool used to display client progress in the cur-
riculum.  Throughout the program, the client
will receive incentive patches for successful com-
pletion of certain tasks. For example, when a
client completes step 1, they will receive a patch
that symbolizes his or her completion of that
step. Other patches are awarded for work in
the Seven Grandfather teachings, the 12 steps
and for advancing to the next phase. The client
also receives a medicine wheel patch for each
successful week completed. As the client pro-
gresses through the WMDCP program, his or
her diagram will become increasingly detailed
until he or she finally completes the diagram
upon graduation. Below is an example of what
a completed diagram will look like when a client
is successful in completing the WMDCP. 

MILESTONES



in either AA or the White Bison Medicine
Wheel Teachings. Emotional health activities
include assigned WMDCP cultural and well-
ness activities laid out in the WMDCP work-
book. These activities include various engaging
tasks designed to instill Odawa culture as well
as challenge the drug court client. Physical
health activities include weekly physical exer-
cise to be chosen by the
client and negative ran-
dom/scheduled drug and
alcohol screens. Mental
health activities are laid
out in periodic therapy 

sessions with a substance
abuse counselor on staff.
Clients must simultane-
ously complete these
weekly spiritual, emo-
tional, physical and men-
tal health activities in or-
der to advance to the next week’s assignments.
Failure to complete all assigned tasks can halt
the client’s progress and extend the length of
time until successful completion of the
WMDCP.

The WMDCP is laid out in a way easily
understood by the drug court program client.
Upon acceptance into the program, each client
will receive a week-by-week planner, a week-
by-week workbook, access to the drug court
resources and, finally, the helpful support of
the entire WMDCP team. 

Every WMDCP client must essentially
complete only three things:

Attendance at all assigned counsel-
ing, probation, court and self-help meet-
ings assigned in the WMDCP week-by-
week planner;

All the projects and assignments
laid out in the WMDCP week-by-week
workbook; and 

Compliance with all the WMDCP
rules and regulations with an emphasis
on maintaining sobriety and clean time.

When a client successfully accomplishes
A, B, and C simultaneously, then they advance
to the next week’s curriculum. Forty-four suc-
cessful weeks will result in graduation from the
WMDCP and a fresh start on life.  See Figure
1-C

The LTBB Adult Drug Court Coordina-
tor, the LTBB Adult Probation Officer and the
assigned therapists work collaboratively to

monitor and supervise each client. In addition,
clients are required to appear at regularly sched-
uled WMDCP hearings to report on progress
and drawbacks to completion of program tasks
and assignments. The WMDCP team members
conduct weekly meetings to discuss the status
of each client and make appropriate adjust-
ments in the client’s treatment plan as needed.

Upon successful completion of the
WMDCP, it is expected our clients will acquire
the following : 

• A foundational knowledge of recovery
principles;

• A new appreciation of the benefits of
living a crime free lifestyle;

• An ability to logically and efficiently
overcome life obstacles;

• A better understanding of the Odawa
culture;

• Better overall health; and, most impor-
tantly,

Hope for their future
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pilation of various tools and techniques that
have been utilized by our tribal citizens to ob-
tain and maintain a life of sobriety. It is ac-
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and attempted to present them in a well-de-
fined curriculum that is simply understood and
completed by participants. Being part of the
vast worldwide tribal community, we are in-
credibly blessed and grateful for the endless re-
sources made available over the last few years.
The work and research of other Native peoples
and communities has benefited us all as we con-
tinue to build our ever-growing tribal network.
We were humbled as we realized the vast
knowledge and wisdom so freely shared among
Native communities pertaining to recovery.  

The Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa
Indians has benefited much from the teachings

of our ancestors and other tribal communities.
We would like to formally thank the many local
people and others from all around Indian coun-
try, who gave their time and expertise gener-
ously in support of recovering Natives. Just as
one individual cannot heal without the help
of another, we couldn’t have constructed the
Waabshki-Miigwan Program without the help

of our fellow man.  
We would like to espe-

cially thank the following
nations and organizations
for their guidance and con-
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Figure 1-C
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